IEP: Involving the Student is
Important for a Successful Plan

The Individual Education Plan (IEP) can be one of the
most important el ementsof your son’sor daughter’s school
experience. An |EP should serve as a road map for suc-
cess, built around astudent’ s strengths with special atten-
tion given to areas of academic or personal growth.

Thetraditional IEP meeting will have representation from
administrative staff, teaching staff (sometimes both main-
stream and specia education) a guidance counselor, a
parent (or parents), perhapsafriend or professional known
by thefamily and, most significantly, the student who will
receive the services within the |IEP.

Considering this potential gathering of several adults,
being the center of attention may not be the most inviting
situation to your daughter. All these people, al these ques-
tions, all these life decisions to be made within the space
of an hour or two. It islittle wonder that many teenagers
approach the whole idea of the IEP meeting with great
apprehension.

How can you encourage your daughter to take charge of
her meeting and the |EP process? How can you empha
size to your son the importance of his position without
scaring him away? Here are just afew ideas:

[1 Makesureyour son knowswhat thefunction
of hislEPreally is.

The IEP is not simply an education plan that charts out
the daily class schedule, what percentage of time your
son will comply with the regulations within the |EP, and
the expectations the school has of your son. Rather, this
tool is created to address both academic and personal
maodifications, specificinstructional needs, measurements
to determine success, and present levels of performance.

Ideally the IEP does hold your son accountable for the
agreed elements with the plan, but the school also needs
to seethat goals and objectives are followed and reached.
Too often, an IEP will say something like, “John will do
his homework during study hall 100 percent of thetime,”
but there will be no plan of action documented to reach

this goal. Whatever it takes, the school has as much re-
sponsibility as your son to see that the outlined IEP is
followed. The |EP team needs to explore options to best
determine how your son will reach his potential.

(] Tel your daughter that thel EPisher plan and
that her opinionsarevalued.

When your daughter understandsthat she can have some
authority in the |EP meeting, that she can have an equal,
if not superior, voice, the IEP meeting need not be so
intimidating. In fact, thisforum can be apositive experi-
ence not only because of personal involvement in akey
personal process, but also because of the growth in self-
confidence that may occur from this experience.

Themoretimesyour teenager isableto speak for hersel f
or himself, the easier it will become in the future. This
holds especially trueinthe IEP meeting forum. Any con-
tribution your son or daughter can make will be avalu-
able one since it comes from your child's own perspec-
tive. For example, if your daughter wantsto beinvolved
in some after school recreation, have her share thiswith
the |EP team. Making such a statement in the company
of so many people involved in her education can inspire
your daughter to begin planning to make this desire a
reality.

[l If you haveateenager, beawareof thetransi-
tion component within thel EP and sharethis
knowledgewith your son.

When your son turns 14, he should have transition plan-
ning services available to him. These transition services
should be outlined in the | EP to ensure aprogressive and
smooth transition to adult life. Everything from recre-
ation/leisure options to independent living to vocational
training may be addressed here, depending on the plans
your son wants to pursue. If your son has some long- or
short-term plans, bolster him to communicate these to
the |EP team in any way possible, such as by submitting
awritten statement to the | EP team, talking about them
at the meeting, or sharing thoughts with you to bring to
the meeting for him.
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[] Support your daughter in connectingwith at least
onemember of thel EP team on an independent
basis.

If your daughter can talk with someoneinvolved in her |EP
implementation and follow-through at school, she will be
able to express concerns or other related issues with this
person on an ongoing basis. This relationship will inspire
communication without the pressure of having a number of
people to talk with at once. Thisindividual in the IEPteam
can also serve as a messenger from your daughter to the
entire team.
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[] Letyour son know it isokay to makechanges
inhislEP.

AnIEPisnot writtenin stone; if the planisnot working
toward a vision your son is comfortable with, then it
should be changed. Much of an |EP becomes trial and
error, and if parts are not meeting your son’sneeds, only
these parts may need adjustment. It is important that
your son knowsit ishisright and responsibility to bring
his I1EP issues to the team or to be a part of the team.
The school hasan equal responsibility to chart progress
and any perceived difficultiesin the IEP, so if these is-
sues arise, a new | EP meeting should be called.

By following these guidelines, you can help your son or
daughter feel comfortable asan active participant inthe
IEP process, which should make for a more compre-
hensive, effective plan.




